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CHANGING DEMOGRAPHY, CHANGING CRIME 
 
Australia is one of the safest countries in the world, and compared to the rest of 
Australia, Victoria is pretty safe.  Australians can go about their daily lives with 
little chance of their becoming the target of a criminal attack.  But it does 
happen  -  and the prospect that it might happen worries a lot of people.  And 
although most of Australia is comparatively safe, the incidence of crime is 
greater than it was 20 years ago.  Criminal activity hurts and outrages people, 
and costs the community billions of dollars. 
 
Over the millennia, the way humans have arranged their living space has had a 
strong influence on social, political and economic life.  It has also had an 
influence on crime.  In the early days of the village, the fact that people lived in 
close-knit communities, relied on the other members of the social group and 
moved, mostly on foot, in a radius of a few miles around the village throughout 
their lives set a pattern to their social interactions, including the misdemeanours 
they were able, or inclined, to commit. 
 
Thousands of years later, we live, for the most part, in large cities.  We move 
dozens of kilometres each day, our home communities are left virtually 
deserted as we travel by car and public transport to our places of work, 
education, shopping and recreation. 
 
It would be convenient to be able to plot a linear, causal relationship between 
the growth of cities and the growth of crime but the line is actually much more 
convoluted.  At the first stage of development, the town reduces crime by 
offering security from bandits.  As towns change into cities, local security 
begins to decline.  The central districts and transportation corridors of the city 
provide anonymity to the offender, who can travel out of their locality, emerge 
from the crowd, commit a crime, and then lose themself in the crowd.   The 
transportation corridors enlarge the range of potential offenders while at the 
same time exposing people to additional risks while they are away from their 
homes.   
 
Yet in what might be called the convergent city, there are urban household 
villages, where people know each other and each others business, and this is 
based on one-storey houses, women, children and older people at home, and 
pedestrian traffic, all of which brings a style that maintains some form of 
control. 
 
In contrast to the convergent city there is the divergent metropolis.  Here 
several local communities are linked by road systems, with empty spaces, 
suitable for development, in between.  Highway systems make it easy for 
residential, business and industrial areas to continue to leapfrog further and 
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further from the city centre.  It is the divergent metropolis which suffers most 
from the dangerous places, risky routes and unassigned spaces. 
 
Whether we look at prehistoric times, the medieval town or our own 
metropolis, the arrangement of living spaces and how it intersects with the 
daily round of people’s activities helps us understand people’s scope to commit 
crime.  The combination of dangerous places, risky routes, unassigned spaces is 
a useful starting point for thinking about ways to eliminate the spatial 
characteristics which assist people wanting to commit a crime. 
 
There are two ways to prevent crime.  The first is to make crime more difficult 
to commit, more risky and less rewarding by putting in place measures such as 
better security, increased surveillance and property marking.  This is the most 
commonly understood type of crime prevention and can be applied to most 
situations in which crime is likely to occur.  This approach targets the crime-
prone situation rather than the offender.  The drivers here are police, town 
planners, local government, commercial organisations etc.  It is sometimes 
called situational crime prevention. 
 
The second approach aims to prevent criminal behaviour.  It addresses the 
underlying social causes of offending and seeks to influence the attitudes and 
behaviour of those most likely to offend so they are less inclined to do so.  This 
is done by reducing the risk factors long known to be associated with offending 
(such as poor parenting and school failure) and enhancing protective factors 
(such as good parenting and school success).  This approach targets the 
potential offender rather than the crime.  The drivers here are families, 
community organisations, governments that work on a whole of government or 
partnership approach etc.  It is sometimes called social crime prevention or 
criminality prevention. 
 
In reality there are only two questions in criminology  
 
• How to make crime harder to commit 
 
• How to reduce the supply of motivated offenders 
 
A good understanding of demography is crucial to understanding both of these 
questions. 
 
We know that crime is not an equal opportunity predator.  The chance of 
becoming a victim depends on where you live, how you live, who you are and 
who you know. 
 
We know that victims of violent crime often know their attacker.  This is most 
likely the case in homicide, where two thirds of victims are killed by a family 
member or an acquaintance; most assault victims know their attacker, around 
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one half of robbery victims, and less than half of sexual assault victims know 
their attacker.  (Most sexual assaults are not reported to police)  
 
We know that many people are victimised in their homes, and that one’s home 
is not the safe haven that we would wish it to be.  While the overwhelming 
majority of robberies occur outside the home, the majority of sexual assaults 
occur inside the home, as do the majority of homicides.  So too, do a variety of 
violent crimes that are loosely described as child abuse, elder abuse, and 
domestic violence  
 
We do know that participation in crime declines with age.  Property crime 
arrests peak at age 16, and drop to lower than half that by age 20.  Violent 
crime arrests peak at age 18.  However, young people who become involved in 
crime at the earliest ages - before they are 14 - tend to become the most 
persistent offenders, with longer criminal careers. 
 
The overwhelming majority of young people do not commit crime.  What we 
do know about criminals refers mainly to street criminals and repeat offenders.  
Sophisticated and white collar crime is a vast playing field and we don’t know 
very much about who criminals are, apart from the tiny minority who are 
caught. 
 
We know that juveniles tend to commit crimes in groups, and that they are most 
likely male.  Very few girls are in corrective institutions, and are more likely 
than boys to be held for non-criminal conduct. 
 
We cannot understand crime without understanding the community we live in, 
and the dynamics and changes which lubricate and confront it.  We cannot 
underestimate the changes in the economy, in technology, in family relations, 
and in particular the changes experienced by young people trying to sort out 
where they fit into a society in which the goal posts keep changing all the time. 
 
 
Slides 2; 3; 4; 5; 6 
Topics outline :   11 items 
• ageing,  
• family dissolution,  
• mental health and developmental disability,  
• aboriginality,  
• winners and losers,  
• young men and crime,  
• population mobility,  
• racial and ethnic heterogeneity,  
• improved status of women,  
• changing patterns of living,  
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Fewer young, more old, indigenous younger, in 50 years time half of our 




smaller households. 1 in 5 kids in sole mother households  (50% increase over 
a decade)  -  1 in 5 kids have no parent employed 
 
 
slide 5 & 6 
 





1. Ageing  
Slide 7 
• Australia’s population is steadily ageing. 
Older people, like all others, are at risk from four main sources: 
 
• Family members, friends and acquaintances, who may assault or steal from 
them  
• Strangers who may victimise them 
• Commercial organisations or “white collar” criminals who would defraud 
them 
• Carers with whom they are in a “duty of care” relationship and who may 
neglect or abuse them 
 
• Fear of crime 
• Risk of crime amongst the aged: 
- predatory crime 
- economic crime 
- duty of care and relationship crime 
 
 
2. Family dissolution  
Slide 8 
• Single parent families are an increasing phenomenon in Australian 
society.   
Slide 9 
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• Rate of Marriage is declining 
• People are marrying later 
• There is more divorce 
• 50,000 children affected by divorce 
• Births outside marriage: 1987 – 18.4%; 1998 – 28.1%. 
• Diminished parental supervision and fewer dwellings occupied during 
the day. 
• What does it mean if children have no guardian (and the opportunity to 
perpetrate crime) for significant parts of the day?  
 
3. Mental health and developmental disability  
Slide 11  
According to the Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care: 
• almost 20% of all children and adolescents are affected by mental health 
problems; 
• 18% of adults suffer from a mental disorder; and 
• ¼ of all young adults aged 18 to 24 suffer from at least one mental 
disorder (Commonwealth Department of Health and Aged Care Mental 
Health Promotion and Prevention National Action Plan 1998, p. 4). 
• Mental health of the population is a significant consideration when 
considering crime.  
• The move towards de-institutionalisation will continue, with more 
vulnerable people living in the community.  Their needs not always met 
in the community. 
• This group is vulnerable to perpetrate crime (assault) and victimisation.  
Presently over-represented in the community. 
• The likelihood to crime also occurs when mental health is combined 
with substance abuse.  
 
 
4. Aboriginality  
Slide 12 
• The size of the Indigenous population is increasing.   
• About half the population is under 20 years old. 
• Most are young and moving into age cohort prone to victimisation and 
offending.   
• There is great concern over the Indigenous population’s custodial well-
being. 
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• The criminal justice system must be aware of their continuing, if not 
increasing level of contact with Aboriginal clients.  This is a greater 
problem for Queensland and Western Australia than Victoria.   
 
 
5. Winners and losers - a permanent cohort of under-educated and 
unemployable young men? 
Slide 13 
• Lower retention rate. 
• Employment opportunities are reduced for those with low skills. 
• If jobs become transient young under-educated and unemployable young 
males may not be able to afford to move. 
Slide 14 
• Young people are especially vulnerable in periods of economic 
recession. 
• As work has become increasingly part-time and casual, jobs have shifted 
from men to women. 
• Exclusion from economic activity and benefits associated with it – 
housing, credit and references, and sick pay, as well a settled lifestyle, 
self-respect, and he respect of others, and the opportunity of self-
advancement (Crime and Social Policy 1995, pp. 66, 30). 
• Unemployed young men have a higher tendency to crime.  For example, 
victims and offenders appear to come disproportionately from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.  
 
Significant among the losers will be a cohort of young angry males, 
unemployed, and quite probably unemployable, living for the moment, with no 
prospects for the future.  Its members will seek gratification when and where 
they can obtain it.  The community doesn’t really know how to deal with them  
and there are significant challenges for skilled professionals in the criminal 




6. Young men and crime.  Relative size of crime prone age cohort generally 




• Declining numbers of youth in community 
• Criminality is linked to youthfulness 
• Trends in the age of offending and victimisation differ according to the 
type of crime – see contribution by Sat Mukherjee – Note that the 
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discussion is based on international data – Victorian data used in 
overheads 
• stealing, burglary, motor vehicle theft, vandalism and arson peak at 
around 15-16.   
• Slide 16 assault in Victoria, 
• Slide 17 burglary in Victoria 
• Slide 18 motor vehicle theft in Victoria 
• assault, rape, robbery and weapons offences peak around 18-19 years 
• Slide 19 robbery in Victoria 
• fraud, forgery, embezzlement, gambling and offences against family 
and children peak around 20-21 years 




7.  Population mobility - with employment for life becoming a thing of the past, 
people may have to move in order to find work.  What are the implications for 
stable residential communities? 
Slide 21 
• As jobs become transient people are required to move.  The slide shows 
the % of the population that move every 5 years, which is regularly over 
1/3 of the population. 
• With globalization and changes in the type of work available there is 
increasing pressure on people to move for employment. 
 
The globalising economy is driving the restructuring of Australia’s economy.  
This is creating winners and losers.  This has a profound impact on trends in 
crime and justice, and on social relations in the broadest sense  -  on how 
Australians live. 
 
Winners will be those with skills that are adaptable and transferable, and which 
are in high demand globally.  Winners will live well, and ride the wave of 
demographic and economic boom and bust. 
 
Losers will be people who are victims of structural change and who are 
socially and demographically isolated  -  young people without skills, people 
with substance abuse problems, older people who find the new technology 
bewildering,  -  and building on cumulative disadvantage, Australia’s 
indigenous people are likely to find the going even more tough.   
 
• Crime is linked with destabilised, demoralised communities, and the 
breakdown of social controls and supports, particularly where young 
people are concerned. 
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• This increases the likelihood of uncontrollable behaviour and serious 
vandalism and makes intervention by individuals difficult because they 
feel unsupported by other members of the community. 
• Crime occurs in neighbouring areas, but dealing with root causes 
requires targeting social prevention measures on the neighbourhood 
from which offenders come. 
 
 
8.  Racial and ethnic heterogeneity - Australia is becoming increasingly 
multicultural.   
• The good news is that hatreds manifest overseas (ie Kosovo) tend not 
to be played out here.  The bad news is that some migrants groups (or 
sections thereof) may become marginalised.   
• Some migrant cultures (ie Vietnamese) may stigmatise those of their 
members who go astray. 
• It is important not to be guided by the media, which often 
sensationally report the extent of offending by ethnic youth.  Carefully 
research the issues.  Rather than ethnicity, education and employment, 
and the competency to speak English may play a more significant role 
in explaining crime amongst ethnic groups. 
 
 
9. Improved status of women. Does this imply disempowerment of men?  
Implications for self-destructive or aggressive behaviour by those 
perceiving themselves to be disempowered. 
Slide 22 
• Women’s participation in the workforce has been gradually increasing 
for some time.  Women tend to stay at home while their children are 
young, and gradually increase their participation.  While in traditional 
families the woman has chosen to stay at home, employment is often 
necessary to avoid poverty. 
• Effective families can help to reduce crime, but being a good parent is 
becoming more difficult.  Stresses and strains on many families have 
increased with changes in family structure.  This may result in family 
violence, and parental father figures exhibiting long term 
unemployment. 
• For those families under great pressure support could be useful to 
reduce crime, ie through schools and practical support for the family 
(Crime and Social Policy 1995, p. 67). 
 
 
10.  Changing patterns of living.  Decline of rural Australia: globalization is 
demanding adaptability.  Traditional rural life may not be sustainable for many.  
Will this produce urban drift?  What are the implications for those who move to 
the city, as well as for those who are left behind? 
Slide 23 
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• There has been a decline in the number of people living in rural 
Australia this century.  Between 1986 and 1996 inland towns in sheep 
and wheat growing areas, grazing areas and mining regions have gone 
into decline.  People living in these areas risk losing their jobs, savings, 
and the value of their properties.  Meanwhile, the infrastructure of the 
towns may deteriorate (ABS 1998, p. 10).  Data suggests that young 
people are moving away from rural towns in search of work and study 
opportunities (ABS 1998 p. 43). 
• The population aged 65 years and over is increasing more quickly in 
rural areas, regional and remote Australia, than in the total Australian 
population (National Rural Health Policy Forum 1999). The rural 
elderly can be subjected to their own special set of adverse 
circumstances. 
Slide 24 
• Other major changes are occurring in the way people are living in cities.  
For example, there is a growing propensity for people to live alone.  
Between 1971 and 1996, the number of dwellings containing one 
person increased by 172%.  This represents a proportional change in 
one-person households from 14% in 1971 to 22% in 1996 (ABS 1998, 
p. 157).   
• This appears to manifest in increased evidence of high-density inner-city 
living.  People living in the inner city of Melbourne tend to have fewer 
children compared with the average Melbourne household (From 
Doughnut City to Café Society 1998, p. 7). 
• There is also a trend for people to live in larger housing of four and five 
bedrooms (ABS 1998, p. 159).  For example, Melbourne’s fringes have 
been transformed from rural areas to family suburbs over the past 
twenty years (From Doughnut City to Café Society 1998, p. 12)   
• ‘Enclosure’ or ‘encounter’ approaches. 
 
Looking at physical planning, Professor Kim Dovey of the University of 
Melbourne has identified two approaches; one is the ‘enclosure’ approach and 
the other, the ‘encounter’ approach.  The tendency in urban design is to adopt 
an ‘enclosure’ approach, that is, to build a wall between what is regarded as 
safe and what is regarded as dangerous. 
 
In contrast to ‘enclosure’ is the ‘encounter’ approach - first outlined in 1961 
by Jane Jacobs.  Jane Jacobs’ great book, The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities, argued for a mixing of functions which would maintain 
streetlife at different times of the day and week.  Her argument about safety 
was that the volume of streetlife and a relation of buildings to the street which 
maintained ‘passive surveillance’ was a highly effective control of antisocial 
behaviour.  Encounters with strangers is an integral part of the safety strategy. 
 
The work done by Jane Jacobs led to the idea of CPTED - crime prevention 
through environmental design - It recognises that the physical environment 
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influences the where and what of crime problems.  Among its strategies 
CPTED uses natural surveillance by legitimate users to inhibit illegal activity 
and it uses building design to put more ‘eyes on the street’.  Short term 
strategies may be as simple as improving lighting outside a shop to discourage 
robberies, reducing the screening caused by trees and shrubs or removing 




11.  Trends in drug use 
Slide 25 
• drug users continue to use as they age.  The slide shows the increase in 
the use of drugs for 45-49 year olds; 
Slide 26 
• increasing use of drugs by the young.  The slide demonstrates the use of 
drugs amongst 14-19 year olds; and 
• ethnic involvement in drugs relates to the regions and countries of 
manufacture. 
• Criminal justice/ health response: the effective operation of the criminal 
justice system regularly involves partnerships.  The current trend 
towards diverting drug users out of the criminal justice system into the 
health system will probably have major benefits.  These include 




The basis theory of routine activities in criminology holds that crime can be 
explained by three factors: 
1. supply of potential offenders; 
2. opportunities for an activity (targets); and 
3. presence or absence of capable guardians (surveillance) (Felson 
1998). 
 
Supply of potential offenders 
Public policy cannot always deliver legitimate avenues for the gratification of 
those motivations – there are not enough jobs for all 16 years olds.  However, it 
is important to identify policy opportunities wherever they exist to encourage 
targeted job creation schemes, and appropriate intervention programs. 
 
Opportunities (targets) 
Opportunities exist everywhere as motor vehicles and houses are left 
unattended during the day.  We cannot reduce the number of unattended houses 
or cars, and the many opportunities are a product of our free and relatively 
affluent society.  However, we can try to harden targets by technology of 
locking and blocking. 
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Guardianship 
We cannot afford police on every street corner.  We can try to leverage a 
degree of security from other institutions, for example from private citizens and 
from private security firms.  The degree of surveillance can be improved by the 
application of technology in some settings, for example, street lighting, closed 
circuit television, and the design of public spaces to provide for better natural 
surveillance.  Some of the possibilities of increased surveillance are easier said 
than done – for example, capacity building in communities – mobilising 
communities to look after themselves and manage their own risk factors.  As I 
said, this is easier said than done because those communities in the worse shape 
are dramatically disorganised and demoralised.  
 
We know that the good old days when there was no crime are a figment of 
fiction.  For centuries writers have lamented the prevalence of and danger from 
villains.  We do know that patterns of work, housing, technology, family 
structure, domestic arrangements, financial dependency and sexual activity have 
made the way young people live and do things very different to the way they 
lived and did things 100 years ago, or even 40 years ago.  We can’t just bring 
back the ‘good old days’ when young people supposedly behaved better and 
showed more respect for their elders.  This would involve swimming against the 
tide.  Ideally we swim with the tide, or if we are interested in good public 
policy, ahead of the tide.  This then will develop a base for good policy, good 
practice, and good evaluation which will tell us how we’re doing, and how to do 
it better.  Ideally then we will be able to look forward to a safer and more secure 
community. 
 
Australian social structure and economic life is undergoing change, the like of 
which we have not seen before.  Old industries which used to offer lifetime 
secure employment are collapsing.  Occupations are becoming obsolete, and 
the new replacement industries and occupations are more technological and 
less labour intensive. 
 
The society in which we live is a society that has come to value instant 
gratification, and our technology delivers this.  We don’t put an enormous 
amount of energy into feeding ourselves - from chopping wood for the stove 
through to preserving and drying.  We eat when we want to.  We don’t wait for 
our favourite movies - we watch them on video when we want them; we don’t 
bank during banking hours, we bank when we want to; we pay our bills by 
phone in the middle of the night if we want to; we use electronic mail so we 
can get instant replies, not wait for the postman; we don’t wait until we get 
home to make our phone calls, we make them instantly on the mobile etc.  
 
 
What this emphasises is that we are enormously adaptable.  The overwhelming 
majority of our population does not behave badly; the overwhelming majority 
of young people whose education does not get them a satisfactory job do not 
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behave violently; the overwhelming majority of middle aged people whose 
skills have been undermined, or rendered obsolete by technological change, or 
who have been made redundant do not behave violently; the overwhelming 
majority of family heads who receive insufficient support to maintain their 
families do not behave violently etc.  But some do, and cause enormous stress 
to the community, and keep the criminal justice system in business. 
 
